George Porter displayed a strong interest in science while still at school in Yorkshire, and perhaps in the spirit of self-preservation, his father bought him an old bus in which to carry our experiments away from the house! Porter studied Chemistry to BSc level at the Univesity of Leeds, where he was Ackroyd Scholar, and immediately then served in the Royal Navy during 1941-45. Upon discharge in 1945, he became a research student of RGW Norrish in Cambridge, studying photochemical reactions initially by traditional steady-state means. However, concentrations of transients, such as free radicals, produced by this method were too small to be detectable. Porter and Norrish devised the concept of using short intense pulses of light to produce an increased, and thus detectable concentration of such species, and put this into practical effect by using surplus ex-navy equipment used for signalling purposes. The experiments were spectacularly successful, and were quickly used to investigate both the spectroscopy and kinetics of a large number of radicals, including ClO, now known of course as of great importance in the chemistry of the stratosphere.
Upon leaving Cambridge, after a short spell in Industry, where he was concerned with the photochemistry of dyes, photofading, and photodegradation of fabrics, he moved to the University of Sheffield as Professor of Physical Chemistry, then Firth Professor and Head of Department. During this time, he extended the time -domain of his experimental technique down to microseconds, and thus was able to detect and study the spectroscopy and kinetics of transient 'triplet' states, a field in which his group made huge strides. The corresponding 'singlet' states invariably have sub-microsecond lifetimes, and these remained inaccessible to 'flash photolysis' 'pump and probe' techniques for some time. The reason is the physics of conventional discharge lamps, where short pulses can only be created with very low intensity, too low to create enough transients to be seen in absorption, but however, subsequently of use in measurements of fluorescence via the technique of time-correlated single-photon counting.
The situation was transformed by the demonstration by Maiman of the ruby laser in 1960, in which high intensities and very short pulses could be produced, short then being tens of nanoseconds. By 1967, when Porter had moved to London as Director of the Royal Institution, and he and his colleagues quickly exploited ruby and neodymium in glass lasers for the detection of nanosecond transients. The pace of change quickened, such that in the early seventies picosecond meaurements were feasible, and after his move to Imperial College in 1985, the femtosecond time-domain was accessible.
Porter's contributions to science should not just be seen in terms of the initial, development of flash photolysis and its subsequent application on increasingly short timescales however, but in terms of the chemical and biological problems he tackled.
He made immense contributions to the understanding of photosynthesis and electron transfer, for example, and in the latter decades of his career, he was increasingly occupied on studies of water-splitting by sunlight, photo-voltaics etc.
He was an exceptional teacher, and inspiring lecturer, able equally to stimulate his peers on advanced science, and young children on the wonders of elementary science. He was passionate about the need to educate the general public in science, and promoted such activities with immense vigour and style at the Royal Institution. Upon his elevation to the peerage in 1990, he spent much time in the House of Lords, where he was a passionate advocate for science, and supporting eloquently the need for maintenance of a sound, well-funded pure science base.
With his passing we have lost a superb experimental scientist, powerful ally, and a polished, eloquent gentleman of science. He will be missed.
